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and Cuba have been invaded, and the U.S. is fight- 
ing a major land war in Vietnam to the detriment 
of the Vietnamese and American people. Asia, 
Latin America, and Africa promise future Vietnarns 
as the U.S. sends a constant flow of arms and 
"advisers to bolster reactionary military re- 
gimes on all three continents. 

The continuance of American expansion now more 
than ever demands that we remain ignorant about 
its causes and consequences. With every escala- 
tion of American intervention in Vietnam an arti- 
culate opposition to the war is growing. The 
causes of American expansion are beginning to be 
questioned and individuals are beginning to trace 
their origin to the very foundations of the 
political and economic structure. The 'threat" 
from without is being matched by the "menace" from 
within. Important segments of the black freedom 
movement are seeing themselves as colonized people 
within the U.S. and are identifying with the 
revolutionary nationalism which they were taught 
was their worst enemy. Periodically, The True 
Believer is pulled off the shelf in order to pro- 
mote the stale cliches of the Cold War ideology. 
But the struggle to liberate men's minds and 
bodies from the shackles of the past has begun 
anew and the theories offered by the Eric Hoffers 
of the world will no longer suffice. 



'FOOTNOTES 
1. William S. Allen, The N azi Seizure of Power . 



7*— 



Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 19^5; Franz 
Borkenau, World Communism , Ann Arbor: U. of 
Michigan Press, 1962; Franz Neumann, 
Behemoth : The Structure and Practice of 
National Socialism, 193 3-19**'+ , New York: 
Oxford U. Press, 1945T - 
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of those foreigners who had exploited and controlled 
their resources for years, and planned development. 
From their point of view and from the point of view 
of the other subject nations their program was in 
their self-interest and highly rational, despite 
Hoffer 's claims. Their struggle was and is ruthless, 
violent, and fanatic; but we must remember that these 
characteristics were instilled in the mass movements 
by the intensity of the repression practiced by 
Western practical," "reasonable liberals" and their 
local counterparts. After all it was a liberal 
democrat who bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, incin- 
erating tens of thousands, in order to impress the 
Soviet Union with the U.S.'s diplomatic determina- 
tion. It was the French who shelled Haiphong in 
I9U0 to demonstrate to Ho Chi Minh that they would 
not tolerate an independent Vietnam. And it was the 
British who had earlier released Japanese prisoners 
of war to fight against their former ally in Vietnam, 
the Viet Minh. 3 

The United States' role in the Cold War as the 
main supporter of reactionary and colonialist regimes 
was made to appear to the American people as some- 
thing entirely different. Sophists and charlatans, 
like Hoffer, and ugly demagogues, like Joe McCarthy, 
were ready to throw up a smoke-screen of anti- 
communisrn. Tracts like The True Believer were pro- 
duced to maintain ideological conformity by 
assuring people that the U.S. was the embodiment of 
virtue and freedom and that revolutionary movements 
were the embodiment of evil and slavery. Such a 
crude dichotomy not only became the ideological 
cornerstone of American foreign policy, but also 
poisoned the minds of more and more people because of 
its dissemination by the mass media and educational 
institutions. An irrational response to a rapidly 
changing world became the focus of American politi- 
cal and intellectual life. 

Today, rather than subsiding, the confronta- 
tion between the U.S. and revolutionary nationalism 
has intensified. Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, 



WOULD YOU BELIEVE . . . ? 

By Pmul Breine* 



When is a book abstract? Too often we say a book 
is abstract when it is merely long, or when its lan- 
guage is opaque, or when its arguments are hard to 
grasp. Yet like abstract ideas themselves these defini- 
tions miss the point. A bock or Idea is abstract when it 
is not concrete, when it is removed from reality. It 
is in this sense that Eric Hoffer 's The True Believer 
is an abstract book. True, his lictle book is simple, 
compact, and clear. But it is precisely through its 
conciseness and its simple logic that it remains de- 
tacher from reality: specifically, the reality it 
seeks to explain, today's revolutions and today's 
revolutionaries . 



"The true believer is everywhere on the march, 
and by converting and antagonizing he is shaping the 
world in his own image." Thus Erie Hoffer announces 
the theme of his book. And one need go no further 
than the preface to begin asking questions about The 
True Believer . Is it the true believer, the fanatic, 
the mass movement as such which are on the march 
today? Or do we really find around us specific and 
concrete kinds of beliefs and movements? In Vietnam, 
for example, is America concerned about a mass move- 
ment plain and simple, or a specific mass movement 
that is striving to rid the country of the latest 
form of western colonialism? Is white America fear- 
ful of extremists in the Black ghettos, or of the 
sanity and reason behind the growing Black revolt 
against the extreme barbarism of ghetto life? Are 
American universities worried about student fanatics, 
or about rational students who are fanatically 
opposed to bad education, bureaucratic coercion, 
and university compliance with the military in the 
name of "neutrality" and "business as usual"? 
What's the problem: the true believer, or parti- 
cular kinds of beliefs which say no to the American 
status quo? 



^ There are several basic premises upon which 
Hoffer's specific arguments depend. First, he be- 
lieves that The "frustrated" ("people who, for one 
reason or another, feel that their lives are spoiled 
or wasted") predominate in the early stages of all 
mass movements. Second, he believes that mass move- 
ments are interchangeable since the main feature of 
all mass movements is that they appeal to and 
organize the frustrated. Third, and related to the 
first two, he' repeatedly states that mass movements 
cannot be studied on the basis of their aims and 
goals but only on the basis of the manner in which 
they build well-knit and cohesive units of people. 
Hoffer's other arguments, about the poor, the in- 
tellectuals, "good" and "bad" mass movements, and so 



on 



all seem to grow out of his several central 



premises. These should be looked at first. 

The individuals who are most prone to join mass 
movements, Hoffer states, are tho^e who are frus- 
trated. And these who are frustrated are, quite 
simply, those who are aware that their "selves or 
personalities are damaged; the frustrated are people 
who have not found fulfillment in their lives. The 
relationship between individual frustration and 
mass movements, Hoffer argues, arises from the fact 
that a movement .or cause offers the frustrated in- 
dividual UiC ;hanee to lose, forget, slough off that 
self with which he is dissatisfied. Mass movements 
manipulate the frustrations felt by members of a 
society; they are able to extract a fanatical commit- 
ment from the frustrated in return for the security 
they offer to him. 

This is a clear and logical conception. The 
question is whether it helps us understand what 
Hoffer calls mass movements. The first point to be 
made is that, whether he intends it or not, the 
clear implication of Hoffer's argument here is that 
those who tend to be attracted to the initial stages 
of mass movements are in some sense psychologically 
imbalanced; they are discontended, cranky, unable to 
face themselves, neurotic. For Hoffer this is true 
of both the leaders and the led in any mass movement. 
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resistance, rearmed the Japanese against the Vietminh 
in 19**5 before turning Vietnam over to the French, 
and sent a squadron to seize Hong Kong in 19^5 in 
defiance of an agreement signed with Chiang Kai-Shek; 
and England and France between them reoccupied the 
Middle East. The U.S. was at first hesitant and 
mildly critical -- after all, the war had been a 
Crusade for Freedom -- but soon realized that 
revolutionary nationalism threatened its plans for 
hegemony in Europe and the Pacific, and that it 
therefore had to be suppressed. 

The United States' confrontation with revolu- 
tionary nationalism eventually led to conflict with 
the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union, devastated by 
German occupation, was eager to maintain the wartime 
alliance. Therefore, it counselled the resistance 
movements in Greece, China, and Yugoslavia to act 
with moderation and not to antagonize the occupying 
powers even though occupation meant the restoration 
of reactionary governments. But when the U.S. and 
England challenged the Soviet Union's own right tc 
dominate the countries that were absolutely in- 
dispensable to its defense, particularly Poland, the 
the detente with the soviet Union collapsed. 

By 19^7 the True Believer was on the march, but 
so also was the restoration: counter-revolution, 
colonialism, and neo-colonialism. The U.S. took the 
side of the monarchy in Greece, 'thereby intervening 
in a civil war caused by England's invasion in lykk. 
Arms were sent to Chiang-Kai-Shek's tottering regime 
to fight Mao Tse-tung's Red Army. The CIA helped 
fix the Italian elections in order to oust the 
communists from a coalition government. By 1951 
these confrontations had escalated into major con- 
flicts in Korea and in Vietnam, where the U.S. was 
assuming more and more of the financial backing for, 
French colonialism. 

That the revolutionary nationalist movements 
had a program no one can doubt. They were fighting 
for national independence (which as we now know 
meant independence from the Soviet Union as well), 
and for the radical transformation of their 
economies through agrarian reform, the expropriation 
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us o;' the superiority of Western institutions, parti- 
cularly those of the United States and England, 
implyir-. that the Soviet Union, which represents the 
quintessence of a mass movement, is undoubtedly a 
playground for the mentally unbalanced. 

We must ask ourselves why in 1951 Iloffer was 
concerned about the spread of mass movements and 
what was the historical situation which compelled 
him to want to discredit them. We will find the 
answer if ve recall that the U.S. was in the midst 
of the Cold War, while in the Korean conflict 
American troops were stalemated by the North Korean 
and Chinese communists, the forces of 'violence" and 
"irrationality." Because Foffer's tract clearly re- 
flects the anxieties of the period it is a good 
example of the compulsive and ant i -communism which 
obscured the ugly realities of the Cold War. 

Although we associate the beginning of the 
Cold War with the growth of Russian expansionism 
after the war and the collapse of the wartime 
alliance, the Ccld War actually originated with the 
U.S.'s confrontation with revolutionary nationalism 
during the war. In both Western Europe and the 
former colonial empires the populace had armed it- 
self.' :cr the resistance struggle against fascism, 
(foes this l. iform to Hoffer's description of the 
formation of mass movements?) In these countries 
(France, Italy, Greece, 'iugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, 
Vietnam, and China, to name a few) communists played 
a leading rcle in the struggle. The armed and 
potentially revolutionary resistance movements pre- 
sented the United States with its greatest wartime 
political problem. The U.S. was eager to restore 
enough of the s tatus q uo ante be Hum to assure the 
reconstruction of European capitalism. With re- 
spect to the colonial peoples, Franklin Roosevelt, 
In the Atlantic Charter, promised self-determina- 
tion and the end of colonialism, but the United 
States made no effort to fulfill this promise when^ 
England and France quickly regained control of their 
former colonial possessions. England invaded Greece 
in 194^ to fight against the anti-fascist 



Immediately a myriad of difficulties arise. 
Frustrated individuals are prone to "true believer- 
ism," says Hoffer. But when you get right down to 
it, what really does he mean by frustration? He 
means everything and nothing at once. Of course a 
frustrated individual is one who is dissatisfied with 
himself because he has not found fulfillment in his 
life; he is aware of his "damaged and unwanted self." 
A boy is not wanted by his parents, a man is not 
wanted by the woman he desires or the friend he sefeks. 
This is frustration. A peasant in Cuba and his familj 
are starving while a night-club owner in Havana over- 
eats twice daily; a Black mother's child in Harlem is 
bitten by a rat in her bed while the members of the 
family for whom the Black mother works all have 
electric toothbrushes. This is frustration. These 
two broad types of frustration are meaningful ones. 
The point is simply that they are also not identical 
and do not carry 'the same weight in analyses of 
history and mass movements. It is true that a man 
may become a fanatical member of a political move- 
ment because his parents rejected him or because a 
publisher rejected his books; if so, he may be seek- 
ing through a movement or "cause" to reject the self 
that others rejected. But a man may also become a 
fanatical member of a political movement because he 
and others in a like situation are starving, or be- 
cause they seek equality, or because they seek to 
have control over the land they work or even the 
schools they attend. 

In other words if a category such as frustra- 
tion is going to be employed in a study of mass move- 
ments, it cannot be defined so abstractly as mere 
dissatisfaction with one's self. We must inquire 
into the historical and social situation in which a 
self or groun of selves exist; we must ask what a 
particular man or group of men are frustrated about 
Koffer does not ask such questions, and the reader 
is left with the false impression that frustration 
and dissatisfaction can never express men's desire 
to eliminate an actually existing condition of un- 
happiness or misery, but that frustration is simply 
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